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Accommodation and Satisfaction:
Women and Men Lawyers and the

of Work and Family
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This article by Professor Chambers began with data from the periodic surveys of Law School
alumni he has conducted. It is adapted from an article Professor Chambers published in the journal Law and Social Inquiry.

David L. Chambers
Women first entered the legal profession in large numbers in the 1970s. The same
movement that brought them into the profession also sought to deliver messages to men
that they ought to participate more in the raising of children. How, over the years that
have followed, have men and women lawyers responded to the multiple roles of home
and work? How satisfied are they with the balance they have struck and with their
careers overall?
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This article draws on data from a study conducted at three points in time of the
graduates in the late 1970s of the University of Michigan Law School. The study has
reached some conclusions that might be expected and others that might not. Women
lawyers who are parents continue to bear substantially greater burdens for the care of
children than men. Men, on the other hand, have altered their careers very little in order to participate in families. And yet, despite the pressures of their multiple roles, the
Michigan women in general and those with children in particular have been satisfied
with their careers and generally satisfied with the balance of their family and professional lives. In fact, five years after law school, and again seven to ten years after law
school, the women with children report themselves, as a group, somewhat more satisfied with their careers and with the balance of their family and professional lives than
women without children and than men, with or without children, report themselves to
be.
One of the women surveyed referred to "the psychological baggage" she carried
because she was a "woman and a wife and a mother and a fulltime lawyer." The
baggage she carried is heavy. The paradox is why she and so many others with the
same baggage seem as contented or more contented than those without it.

MULTIPLE ROLES AND WORK SATISFACTION:
A REVIEW OF RESEARCH
The mother who works outside
the home typically faces additional stress that men face less
or in different ways or not at all.
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The Work Experience of Women with Children
The substantial body of research on women who work outside the home nearly all
starts with a common, unassailable observation - that women, even when holding a
job, bear a heavier burden than men for the care of small children. Within dual-career
families, men spend only slightly more time performing child-tending and housekeeping tasks than do men in families in which the wife holds no job outside the home.
The mother who works outside the home typically faces additional stress that men
face less or in different ways or not at all. The working mother's conflicts take at least
three forms: conflicts in time demands; conflicts growing out of strain (in the sense that
the emotional or energy demands in one setting leave the parent without the emotional
reserve to respond adequately in the other); and conflicts in behavioral expectations (in
the sense of difficulties in adjusting from the aggressive demeanor expected in some
jobs to the nurturant demeanor needed in the parenting role). Both men and women
find it difficult to keep the spheres of work and family life separate, but men tend to
permit work to intrude on family life, whereas women tend to permit (or feel forced
to permit) family to intrude on work.
How do women who have children respond to the demands of these multiple roles?
Social scientists have offered two competing theories. Much writing, especially before
the 1980s, treated multiple role responsibilities for men and women as wholly negative
in their effects. ,
In the recent past, however, some researchers on women in the labor force have put
forth a different view, finding that many women, including many mothers, respond to
multiple roles and their demands with satisfaction rather than dismay. Multiple roles, it
is argued, provide satisfaction by offering variety and relief, by permitting a sense of
mastery, and by providing some broader perspective on the problems in any one
setting.
What is the impact of multiple roles on women's, and particularly mothers', satisfaction with their work? In studying the Michigan men and women, we have wanted to
understand and compare the career satisfaction of working women with children with
that of other women and of men.
The many studies comparing women's and men's job satisfaction have typically
found few differences, despite the many reasons for expecting women to be less satisfied. Fewer studies have compared the job satisfaction of women with young children
with that of other women or with men. Nearly all find women with children as satisfied
_with their jobs as other women and as men. Consistent with the new theory of the

satisfactions from multiple roles, at least one study has found women with children
generally more satisfied with their jobs than are other women.

Work and Family Issues for Lawyers
When the legal profession was almost entirely male, almost no one thought of examining the tensions between work and family. As the numbers of women in the legal
profession have increased, now reaching over 40 percent of students finishing law
school each year, interest has grown in the problems of balancing family and work,
although virtually all this literature has addressed the problems for women, not men.
Some recent research has examined the problems of work and family of women lawyers in the 19th century. Before 1900, most of the few women admitted to the bar either
never married at all or married an attorney and worked in his office as stenographer,
clerk, and associate. Into the latter half of the 20th century, the numbers of women
lawyers remained very small, and although far fewer of these women worked in their
husbands' offices, women who had children commonly stopped working as lawyers altogether or shifted to part-time work. In his 1967 study of a national sample of women
who graduated from American Jaw schools between 1956 and 1965, James J. White
found only 45 percent of married women with children working full time. The remainder were distributed roughly equally between part-time work and not working outside
the home at all. American women who did practice law, full time or part time, often
chose or were assigned to estate work or similar substantive areas that were considered
"appropriate" for women and consistent with childtending responsibilities.
Recent writing about lawyers with young children focuses primarily on the difficulties for women of meeting the conflicting demands of practice and childrearing .
A high proportion of such women, though somewhat fewer than in the past, work part
time or drop out of the labor force. Many journalistic accounts about women with children in large Jaw firms depict the travails of working full time, striVing simultaneously
to raise children and compete for partnership. The accounts emphasize discouragement, frustration, and fatigue. They describe techniques women use to cope with the
conflicting demands - bringing babies to the office at feeding time or on out-of-town
trips with a babysitter in a hotel; juggling trials, ballet lessons, and appointments with
the pediatrician. Few convey that women with young children find careers in practice
particularly satisfying.
Of the recent writing, Cynthia Fuchs Epstein's is probably the most positive in tone.
In her 1981 study, Women in Law, Epstein reported that many women attorneys find satisfaction in successfully meeting the demands of family and work: "Good lawyers are
problem solvers. Many of those interviewed attacked the problems of managing home
and work in the same direct, matter-of-fact way they managed their offices." In a more
recent essay, Epstein expands on these views and argues that current writers' emphasis
on role strain for women with children results not alone from sympathy for women's
difficulties but also "from the fact that some people feel threatened by the vitality and
productivity of working women with accomplishments in different life roles."
Few studies have attempted to measure and compare job satisfaction of women and
men attorneys. Until this study, none has compared the job satisfaction of women with
children with that of other women. The one study that compares a large national sample of women and men attorneys, conducted in the early 1980s by the American Bar
Association, found high levels of job dissatisfaction generally among young lawyers in
private practice and especially high dissatisfaction among women. Nineteen percent of
male and 40 percent of female "junior" associates in law firms said they were dissatisfied with their jobs. The study did not inquire about parenting status. Most of the
reasons that women were dissatisfied - that their job atmosphere was not warm, that
advancement was not determined by the quality of their work, that they had no control
over the cases they handle - would seem to apply equally to women who are and are
not mothers, although one reason - that they have virtually no time to themselves has particular relevance to mothers.
A recent study of women and men graduates of Stanford Law School of all age
ranges found that both men and women experience stress but that women were more

As the numbers of women in the
legal profession have increased,
now reaching over 40 percent of
students finishing law school
each year, interest has grown in
the problems of balancing family and work.
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likely than men to report nightmares, loneliness, and depression. On the other hand,
in contrast to the ABA study, the Stanford study found that both men and women were
quite satisfied with their present jobs, and that, few of the women or men expected to
change jobs in the near future. The study also found no differences between men and
women in their degree of certainty about meeting career goals.

The Hypotheses of the Michigan Study

Few studies have attempted to
measure and compare job satisfaction of women and men
attorneys.
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THE UNIVERSITY OF MICHIGAN ALUMNI SURVEY
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In analyzing the data from the survey of the recent Michigan graduates, we hypothesized that women would report devoting more effort to family and children than would
men lawyers in comparable positions and that women would make more adjustments
than men to accommodate the conflicting demands of family and work . We were less
certain what we would find about women's and men's satisfaction with the balance of
their family and professional lives or with their careers overall . Two contrasting findings seemed possible. With regard to both sorts of satisfaction , recent writings
suggested that the highly educated, high-earning women we studied might be well contented and research on job satisfaction suggested that most women and men workers,
with and without children , would be highly satisfied with their jobs.
Nonetheless, the negative findings of the ABA survey and the somber tone of most of
the popular writing about women lawyers who are mothers suggested the possibility of
the opposite finding, of lower satisfaction in both respects for the Michigan women in
general and for mothers in particular. The Michigan women, like the Stanford women,
were an especially privileged group, but we first surveyed the Michigan women five
years out of law school, at a point when they were likely to have been at a particularly
stressful stage in their careers and at particularly demanding stages in the lives of their
young children.
On the following pages, I present information about the work and family situations
of the Michigan women and men and the ways women and men accommodate work
and family. I report the data that permit us to test the competing hypotheses about the
satisfactions of the women and men lawyers, with and without children, with the balance of their family and professional lives and with their careers overall. More will
be said about women's experience than about men's because both women and men
perceived women as giving more attention to the family and making more deliberate
adjustments.

The findings reported here were gathered in three studies of the graduates of the
classes of 1976-79 at the University of Michigan Law School, the first four classes
in which more than 20 percent of the graduates were women. The classes were first
surveyed, by mail, one class each year, between 1981and1984 at the point when the
graduates had been out of law school 5 years, part of an ongoing survey by Michigan
Law School of its graduates 5 and 15 years after they finished law school. The 12-page
mailed questionnaire inquired about the graduates' jobs and families and solicited
views about the school.
The alumni surveys have not been designed to focus on differences in the experiences of women and men. Accordingly, in 1984 and 1986, further questionnaires
were sent out that included questions tailored to explore gender differences. The 1984
survey, which was mailed to all women who had responded to the original five-year
survey and to a roughly equal, randomly selected number of the men who had responded to the survey, relied largely on open-ended questions with space enough for
responses of several sentences. It asked women about their perceptions of the effects of
gender on their experiences during and after law school. It asked men the same sorts of
questions, as well as questions about their perceptions of the experiences of the women
attorneys with whom they worked. The final questionnaire, much shorter, was mailed
in 1986 to all those who had responded to the original survey and served primarily to
chart the changes in numbers of children, work settings, job status, and career satisfaction that had occurred since the five-year survey.

THE WORK SETTINGS AND FAMILY STRUCTURES
OF THE MICHIGAN LAWYERS
Work Settings
The Michigan graduates work more often in private practice than in any other sort
of setting, but far more of the Michigan women than the men worked in settings other
than private practice. Five years after graduation, 70 percent of men but only 44 percent of women worked in private firms (or solo practice). Women were substantially
more likely than men to be practicing law in corporate general counsel's offices or in
government and to be working in such settings as teaching or government agencies
where they did not regard themselves to be practicing law at all. Studies by others have
also found that other women attorneys in the United States work more often than men
in settings other than private practice, but the difference between the Michigan women
and men is greater than that reported in such studies.
For all their differences, the Michigan women's and men's work settings were, in
some respects, more like each other than they were like the work settings of comparably aged lawyers elsewhere. Both for this age group nationally and for the Michigan
graduates, private practice is the most common work setting. Michigan graduates,
however, are far more likely than other lawyers to be in large firms and far less likely to
be working as sole practitioners. Of those who work in government, nationally most attorneys work in state or local government, whereas most Michigan graduates worked
for the federal government.

Patterns of Marriage, Nonmarital Partners, and Children
At the time they graduated from law school, roughly a third of both the Michigan
women and men in the classes of 1976- 79 were married. Over the five years that
followed, roughly half the unmarried group married for the first time. A few of the
women and men lived with a nonmarital partner. In all, by the time of the five-year
survey, about three quarters of both the women and men were married or had a partner.
Although roughly the same numbers of men and women had partners, the partners
of the men and women differed dramatically in their occupations. Not surprisingly,
many men but only one woman were married to homemakers. Conversely, many more
women than men had partners who were lawyers - 45 percent of women with partners, 9 percent of men with partners. In fact, three of every five women who had
married since law school married lawyers. The substantial majority of women whose
partners were not lawyers had partners who were other professionals, business owners,
or managers.
As the occupations of their partners suggest, the women with partners in our sample
were typically linked with someone who earned about as much as they did or earned
more than they did. That was true for 80 percent of the women. By contrast, the great
majority of men with partners - 89 percent - were linked to someone who earned
much less than they did or did not have a job in the labor force at all.
At the time of the five-year surveys, when the median age of the women in our
sample was 31, only 37 percent of the Michigan women had any children, and only 11
percent had two or more children, a far lower number than is found among women in
general in the American population. At that point, slightly more of the men - 41 percent - had at least one child. Between the time of the five-year surveys (conducted
in 1981through1984) and the final survey in 1986, many women and men had a first
child. Nonetheless, as of 1986, 44 percent of the women and 39 percent of the men remained childless. The difference between women and men , though minor, may seem
more substantial when the women's and men's remaining childbearing years are considered , for by 1986 the great majority of the women in the sample were in their mid- or
late thirties.
In the five-year survey, we asked all respondents to rate on a seven-point scale
how satisfied they were with their family lives. Few of either sex in any marital status
placed themselves in the lowest categories, but, on the whole, married and cohabiting

By the time of the five-year
survey, about three quarters of
both the women and men were
married or had a partner.
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people were much more satisfied than single people. Of those with partners 86 percent
of women and 85 percent of men registered themselves as quite satisfied with their
family lives (categories 1 and 2 on the 7-point scale), while of single, noncohabiting
persons, only 35 percent of women and 37 percent of men so reported themselves .. On
the other hand, among people with partners, there were no substantial differences for
either women or men between the levels of satisfaction with family of those with and
those without children. It was having a partner, not having children, that corresponded
with family-life satisfaction.

MANAGING THE DEMANDS OF FAMILY AND WORK
How Women Perceive the Demands
The great majority of the women in our survey believed that they gave more time
than men to family. On the 1984 survey, we asked women: "Do you believe that, for
reasons that relate to your being a woman, you balance your career and private life differently than most men you know doing comparable work?" If they answered yes, we
asked them to explain how. Three-quarters of all responding women said they did balance their private and professional lives differently frorp most men doing comparable
work and, of this group, only three women said they gave less time than men to their
private lives. Almost all the rest said that they gave more effort than men in comparable work to their private or family lives.
No other open-ended question produced such a large number of similar answers.
Many women who saw few other differences between their experiences and the experiences of men seemed to assume that they, and other women, would devote more effort
than men to their family and private lives.
The tones of wo"len's responses vary. Many speak of their comparatively higher
involvement with children and family with pleasure, pride, or a touch of defiance:
My family life is more important to me. (I would not have said this before I had
children.) ... I love my work but will not be an absentee parent. My husband (also an
attorney) would not say this.

The great majority of the women
in our survey believed that they
gave more time than men to
family.

0

0

Absolutely.... I've tried the "total immersion" approach and find I cannot stay
sane for very long. I must have another activity separate from "the law" where I can
clear my mind of all the debris and frustrations of my job.
I know there is life outside the law firm (apart from children, which I don't have).
Many men appear to be relatively blind to this (but not all).

Now after my first child, no matter how much my husband and I attempt to "share"
the responsibility, I find that by my own choice, I have primary responsibility for our
child and my child is a higher priority than my work.
I decided my parents and children came first. Anyone can be a lawyer.

Other women seem to experience their position less as one assumed by choice
than by assignment. They speak of the balance of work and family with resignation
or frustration :
I am a mother with two small children and expecting a third. No further explanation is necessary.
I spend far more time with my children [than most men in comparable work].
I go home three days a week to take my child home from school. I take him to
school three days a week. I get the groceries and babysitters. I take them to the
doctors, etc., even though my husband and I are .. . both partners in the same

law firm.
I "balance" by losing myself - my free time. I have no hobbies, little time to
assess who I am and where I want to go. I "balance" by forgoing social opportunities and chit-chat with peers.
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I value my marriage and my friends. I have a two-year-old and am expecting
another. I am half crazy because I put in fewer hours at work than my colleagues
and I feel I am falling behind.
Not surprisingly, the women who were parents were more likely than other women to
say that they gave more time to family matters. The accompanying table indicates that,
when surveyed in 1984, 15 percent of mothers were not working in the labor force at
all, and an additional 13 percent worked part time only.

TABLE!
How Women Balance Their Private and Professional Lives in Comparison to
Men in Similar Occupations, as Reported by Women With anli Without Children, 1984 Survey, University of Michigan Law School Classes of 1976-79.

Women Without
Children
%
N

N

Women With
Children
%
T

Women serving as full-time
homemaker or childtender

0

0

12

15

Women working part time for
family reasons

2

2

10

13

Full-time working women
reporting that they:
Give more time to family/
private life than men in
comparable work

45%

90%

' . -·~

37

43

48

62

Give no more time but regret
having no "wife" at home

4

5

0

0

Balance private/family life
same as men in comparable
work

38

44

6

8

Give less time to family than
most men in comparable
work (to prove self)

2

2

0

0

Other

4

5

2

3

100

78

Missing data
Total

·w
.,·-=

'

~'?

_ill
87

_ill
100

And among the full-time working mothers, 48 of 56 asserted that they gave more effort
to family than most men in comparable work . In all, 90 percent of mothers either did
not work outside the home, worked part time, or worked full time but believed they
gave more effort to family than men in comparable work. Women with children are
not, however, the only women who believe that they give more attention to family than
men. Two married women without children worked part time for family reasons, and
nearly half of the remaining women without children said they also gave more effort to
family or private lives than the men they knew in comparable work.
As the excerpts convey, the women's attitudes ranged from regarding their private
lives as their salvation to regarding themselves in constant crisis in coping with the
conflicting demands of their private and professional lives. Indeed, a quarter of women
with children, in response to another open-ended question, identified the conflicting
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demands of family and work as "the most important way that being a woman has disadvantaged (them) in (their) career since law school." A smaller number of married
women without children (about 12 percent) gave the same response.

How Women and Men Accommodate Work and Family

The principal striking fact within
our data is not that women with
children worked slightly fewer
hours, but how long the work
weeks were for almost everyone
who considered themselves to
be working ''full time."

38

How did women and men accommodate their professional and family lives and how
did women do so differently than men?
A principal way to seek a more reasonable balance of family and work is to reduce
the amount of time spent at work. Many women, but few men, have made much adjustments. As already noted (see table 1), at the time of the 1984 questionnaire, 28 percent
of women with children were working part time or had ceased working outside the
home. In 1986, when the classes we surveyed had been out of law school seven to ten
years, nearly 70 percent of the women with children reported that, at some point since
law school, they had, for three or more months, worked part time or stoppe~ working
outside the home altogether. A quarter of the women with children had taken much
longer periods - at least 18 months - of either full-time parenting or part-time work.
Very few men had ever taken leaves of absence or worked part time to care for children, although a few men said they were constrained by the roles expected of men from
asking their employers for leaves that women were freely granted. One male associate
in a private firm wrote, "I find it extremely frustrating .. . when I encounter the 'good
old boy' attitude that I am 'out of line' or 'weak' when I express or demonstrate by
action that my wife and daughter are by far my top priority. While it is accepted that
females may take extended leaves to start a family, it is not accepted that males may
do so."
The great majority of women and nearly all men worked full time. Among those
with full-time jobs, women with children worked only slightly fewer hours than others.
Women with children report working, on average, about three fewer hours than other
women and four fewer hours than men, a difference that was statistically significant.
The principal striking fact within our data is, however, not that women with children
worked slightly fewer hours but how long the work weeks were for almost everyone
who considered themselves to be working "full time." For the classes of 1980 and
1981, for which we had the most complete and reliable information about hours
worked, the full-time working mothers reported averaging 49 hours of work per week,
49 weeks a year, while other women and men averaged about 52 hours per week.
Those are long work weeks.
A second way that women and men might have sought to achieve a sensible balance
of work and family was through their choice of work settings. As we have seen in the
preceding section, five years after law school and again in 1984, 70 percent of men in
these classes but only 44 percent of women worked in private practice. When, in one of
our follow-up questionnaires, we asked the respondents whether they had any explanation for this difference in work settings, the most common explanation offered by
women and the second most common offered by men was that women avoided private
practice because they wanted settings where they could achieve an acceptable balance
between work and their family or private lives. The perception that private practice interferes with family life is supported by our consistent finding that those who work in
private practice - and especially those who work in large firms - are less satisfied
with the balance of their family and professional lives than persons working in other
settings.
In the end, however, we cannot be certain whether many women have in fact rejected
private practice for family-based reasons. We find wholly plausible the suggestion of
the respondents that they have. On the other hand, we had expected to find that, among
women, those with children would be especially likely to avoid private practice, and do
not find that they do. Women with children were as likely as women without children
to work in private practice. We had also believed that women who did work in private
practice might tend to avoid the large firms where, as we have just reported, the
stresses on family life are said to be most severe, but in fact, among those in private
practice, a higher proportion of women than men worked in the large firms. All that

this pattern suggests is that many factors contribute to women's decisions whether to
work in private practice or in large-firm practice of which family considerations are
only one.
There is some mild evidence within our data that men were also affected in their job
choices by such considerations. Five years after law school, men who were married
earned somewhat more and were somewhat more likely to be working in private practice than men who were single, suggesting deliberate choices by "family" men to work
in high-paying settings.
A final way that women and men might have accommodated their family and professional lives was by spending less time on "nonessential" activities apart from family.
One of the women we quoted above spoke of having no hobbies and of "forgoing social
opportunities and chit-chat with peers." Others spoke of forgoing exercise and sports
that men engaged in. We have no statistical information about hobbies or sports. We
did ask about participation in electoral and nonelectoral political activities and in bar
associations or other lawyers' organizations, and in these activities no differences appeared between full-time working women and men or between women or men who
were parents and those who were not. The only activities in which differences appeared were in time spent socializing with clients or co-workers. Few men or women,
with or without children, reported spending much time doing so, but women with
children reported spending somewhat less time than other women or than men.

Both men and women, including
women with children, are, as
groups, less contented with the
balance offamily and work than
they are with almost all other
aspects of their careers.

The Satisfactions of Women and Men with the Balance of Work and Family
How successful were women's and men's efforts to balance their family and professional lives?
Respondents to the five-year survey were asked to respond on a seven-point scale to
a question asking "how satisfied are you" with the balance you have "struck between
your family life and your professional life." Their responses indicate'"d that, for both
men and women, conflicts between their family and professional lives caused problems. Most people were markedly less satisfied with the balance of their family and
professional lives than they were, for example, with their family lives considered alone
or with their incomes, their prestige in the community, or their careers overall. Table 2
displays what we found with regard to satisfaction with the balance, comparing the satisfactions of women and men, with and without partners and children. The responses
were somewhat surprising.
In general, as is revealed by the totals in table 2, women were slightly more contented than men with the balance of their family and professional lives. Moreover,
women with children were somewhat more contented with the balance than single
women and than married women without children and much more contented than men
with children and men who were single. In comparison with all other groups, far fewer
of the women with children were dissatisfied with the balance. Single persons of both
sexes are less satisfied than persons with spouses or partners. The differences between
men and women and between women with children and others remain after regression
analysis taking into account other factors that bear on satisfaction with the balance of
career and family. When we resurveyed the same classes in 1986, seven to ten years
after graduation, a slightly different pattern emerged. At this point, no significant
differences appeared among the groups. Women with children were as satisfied, but no
more satisfied, with the balance than were other women and than men with and without children.
We will reflect more on the significance of these findings after reporting in the next
section on overall career satisfaction. At this point a word of caution should nonetheless be repeated. Remember that both men and women, including women with
children, are, as groups, less contented with the balance of family and work than they
.are with almost all other aspects of their careers about which we inquired. Balancing
family and professional life is stressful even if women with children appear comparatively successful at the task.
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TABLE2
Satisfaction with Balance of Their Family and Professional Lives, Full-Time
Working Men and Women Five Years After Graduation, University of Michigan
Law School Classes of 1976-79

N

%Quite
Satisfied"

%Dissatisfiedb

Women
Women who were:
Single, no children

55

42

26

Married or partner,
no children

86

40

21

66
207

56
45

18

Parents
All cases

9

Men
Men who were:
Single, no children

202

32

34

Married or partner,
no children

265

46

20

Parents
All cases

319

786

39
39

24
25

' Registering themselves I or 2 on 7-point scale.
• Registering themselves 5, 6, or 7 on 7-point scale.

CAREER SATISFACTION OF WOMEN AND MEN,
MOTHERS AND FATHERS
Most social scientists who study satisfaction with work ask people about their satisfaction with their "current job." We did not do so. We asked our respondents instead
about their satisfaction with various aspects of their career since law school as a whole
and with their careers overall. Respondents' experiences in their current jobs probably
dominated their answers to these questions, but our question invited reflection on their
entire professional experience since law school.
Most of the respondents were satisfied with their careers overall. Given the stresses
of the early years of practice, it may seem surprising that so many of the women and
men expressed high satisfaction with their careers and that so few expressed low satisfaction. In fact, surveys of American workers report high job satisfactions for men and
women workers across almost all sorts of employment.
While the Michigan women and men do not differ significantly in their overall career satisfactions, differences do appear when their marital and parenting statuses are
taken into account. As table 3 illustrates, single persons of both sexes are again less
satisfied than those who are married or have partners. In addition, women who have
children are significantly more satisfied with their careers than are married or single
women without children. They are also significantly more satisfied than men with and
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without children. Women with children, a group that some might expect to be unsatisfied absolutely and in comparison to other women and men, prove to be generally
well satisfied - and more satisfied than others.
Because the apparent relationship between parenting status and career satisfaction
might have been spurious, we examined widely within the available data for other
factors that might better explain the differences in career satisfaction. We examined
women and men separately and together. We looked at the relation between career
satisfaction and individual income, family income, marital status, partnership or
managerial status at work, type of work setting (private practice or other), political attitudes, law school grades, numbers of hours worked, and many other factors. None of
them, including parenting status, explained all or even most of the differences among
the respondents' career satisfaction. On the other hand, among women, but not among
men, the fact of having children remained significantly related to career satisfaction
after taking other factors into account, and was in fact one of the strongest factors we
could identify.

TABLE3
Overall Career Satisfaction by Marital and Parental Status of Full-Time Working Women and Men Five Tuars After Graduation, University of Michigan Law
School Classes of 1976-79

N

%Quite
Satisfied•

%Dissatisfiedb

Women

-

f>s

Women who were:
Single, no children

56

38

9

Married or partner,
no children

86

48

6

66
208

64
50

0
5

Parents
All cases

Men
Men who were:
Single, no children

206

41

IO

Married or partner,
no children

263

49

4

Parents
All cases

321
790

49
47

18

4

While the Michigan women and
men do not differ significantly
in their overall career satisfactions, differences do appear
when their marital and parenting statuses are taken into
account.

' Registering themselves I or 2 on 7-point scale.
b Registering themselves 5, 6, or 7 on 7-point scale.
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The most important point about
the women with children is probably not that they seem somewhat
more satisfied than others but
that, despite all the reasons why
it might be otherwise, they are
fully as satisfied as the others.

The reported higher average satisfactions of the women with children at the fiveyear point were not transitory. When we surveyed the same women and men two to
five years later in 1986, most graduates' reported level of satisfaction had changed very
little. In fact, in 1986, for full-time working women, having children correlated more
strongly with career satisfaction than any other variable, even after taking the other
variables into account. One pattern only was different in 1986: in the five-year survey,
the women without children were somewhat less satisfied with their careers than the
women with children but no less satisfied than the men; by 1986, women without
children reported lower levels of career satisfaction than both women with children
and men.
Our data permit us to compare not only the career satisfaction of women with and
without children, but also the satisfaction of some women before and after they had
children. Of the women who responded to our 1986 questionnaire, 130 had no children
at the time of the five-year survey. Of this group, 36 had a first child after the five-year
survey but before we resurveyed them in 1986. Even with the burdens of a first child,
half the new mothers reported higher career satisfaction in 1986 than they had reported
at the time of the five-year survey (when their satisfaction levels were already high),
and only a quarter reported lower satisfaction. In contrast, the 94 women who remained childless after the five-year survey display the opposite pattern. More of them
were less satisfied at the time of the 1986 survey than they had been at the time of the
five-year survey. Thus, for women, having a child seems to have been associated with
somewhat increased career satisfaction. For men , by contrast, having a first child (or
not having children) bore no relation to changes in levels of career satisfaction between
the two surveys.

DISCUSSION: ACCOMMODATIONS AND
SATISFACTIONS
~

The initial hypothesis with which this article began - that the Michigan women
would devote more effort to children and family than the Michigan men - has, not
surprisingly, been confirmed.
At the outset of this article, we hypothesized that single women and single men
might be somewhat less satisfied than others, but we were uncertain what we would
find for women with children, the group whom we expected to bear the heaviest familial responsibilities. Our findings have been that women with children are beleaguered
but that they are also well satisfied. As we have seen, they are well satisfied with their
careers overall, significantly more satisfied than other women and than men, and they
are generally satisfied with the balance of their work and family lives, again significantly more satisfied than other women and men.
For our purposes, the most important point about the women with children is probably not that they seem somewhat more satisfied than others but that, despite all the
reasons why it might be otherwise, they are fully as satisfied as the others.
Why do women with children express this higher level of satisfaction? Is satisfaction
with multiple roles the correct explanation? Or are other factors at work?
Explaining the satisfactions of the Michigan women with children, especially their
career satisfaction, should probably begin with trying to explain the satisfaction of the
Michigan women in general. Why, that is, are these women in general as satisfied as
men, when there are so many reasons why women with and without children might
be less contented? The Michigan women, after all, entered a profession that was still
fully controlled by men , men who, as a group, had a bleak record for their response to
earlier women lawyers. The ABA survey of young women and men lawyers in private
practice in fact found women associates frequently dissatisfied and more frequently
dissatisfied than men in comparable positions.
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One hypothesis is suggested by the literature on relative deprivation. Whatever their
setting of work , virtually all women in these classes report ha':'ing experienced some
discrimination from other lawyers, judges, or clients during the time they have been
in practice. In nearly all settings, women report a continual need to prove that they
are "tough enough" and that they are committed to their careers. Thus, when women
report themselves, as they do, to be as satisfied with their careers as men report themselves, it is tempting to explain it on the grounds that they have simply become inured
to oppression or, at least, made peace with second best.
That explanation is plausible and probably does explain the expressions of satisfaction of some Michigan women, just as it explains the satisfaction of many women stuck
in low-paying jobs socially identified as "women's work ." Equally plausible, however,
is that the Michigan women have a genuine foundation for satisfaction with their accomplishments, at least if satisfaction is measured by traditional criteria within the
profession. Few seem to have experienced themselves as transforming lawyering into a
distinctly woman's experience, but most appear to experience themselves as succeeding
in the male-shaped world of law as they found it. They have proven themselves " tough
enough."
When we then turn to trying to explain the especially high satisfaction of women
with children , much the same sorts of competing explanations are possible - and are
similarly resistant to firm empirical proof.
A first explanation is that the women with young children may face enormous stress,
yet report that they are quite satisfied with their careers because they have an especially
strong need to believe that they are managing their lives successfully. They may, that
is, be engaging in reaction formation or denial. Or, less patronizingly and somewhat
more positively, these women with several areas of responsibility in their lives may
develop more "realistic" expectations for each than men do.
A related explanation, similarly negative, is that women with children are satisfied
with less because, to an even greater degree than women in general, they anticipate and
adjust to discrimination in their careers.
In large part, however, these explanations for the satisfaction of women with children
seem unduly negative. What these explanations miss is the possibility that the hypothesis about the satisfactions of multiple roles is correct - that many women with
children say that they are especially satisfied with their careers because they really have
something to feel especially good about . Their days are extremely busy, but they are
succeeding simultaneously in several important spheres in their lives. They enjoy their
family lives. They enjoy their jobs. And to the extent that each causes stress, each also
provides respite from the other.
A further and final explanation for the comparatively high satisfaction of the Michigan women with children may simply be that they have gone ahead and let the other
shoe drop. The women in these classes are now in their mid- and late thirties. Women
with professional careers rarely find a " perfect" moment in their careers to bear children. These women have had children anyway and found the satisfactions substantial.
It is easy sometimes to forget how much pleasure children can bring . The women probably anticipated with foreboding the difficulties of balancing child care with work and ,
although they have found the difficulties formidable, the difficulties may well have
proven less formidable than they had feared.
These competing explanations for the high expressed satisfactions of women with
children - second best accepted or first best proclaimed - cannot be easily tested
empirically with our data.
My own inclination to accept the reports of high satisfaction of the women with children at face value rests in part on the objective reasons why these women with children
might feel good about their lives: in this country, it seems a bit odd to doubt people
.who are so rich when they say they are contented. It also rests on my reluctance to
credit suggestions that women with children are any less able than women without
children or than men with or without children to appraise the quality of their lives
rationally.

The women with young children
may face enormous stress, yet
they report that they are quite
satisfied with their careers.
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LIMITS AND SOME CONCLUDING COMMENTS

We must be cautious about
offering any guesses about the
probable situation for women
lawyers who are graduates of
other schools. The survey by the
American Bar Association of
young private practitioners
reveals much dissatisfaction
among women with their jobs.

Here are three limitations on the reach of our findings, limits that may suggest some
of the agenda for future research .
The first is that the Michigan surveys measured career satisfaction at only two points
not long after law school - 5 years after and 7 to IO years after. We cannot be certain
that the women with children will continue to express high satisfaction over the years
to come.
The second note of caution about the reach of our findings regards later classes of
lawyers, the classes after the classes of 1979. Are times changing for the more recent
graduates? The results of the five-year surveys of the classes of 1980 and 1981 are reported from place to place in this article. The results of the five-year surveys of the
classes of 1982 through 1986 became available more recently. On the surface, satisfaction levels seem to have changed only a little. The full-time working women in these
six later classes are as satisfied as men with their careers overall and with the balance
of work and family, and the mothers are as satisfied as the nonmothers, and all are as
satisfied as the women and men in the classes on which we have been reporting. No
longer are mothers more satisfied than other groups, but they are fully as satisfied.
One important pattern is different in the more recent classes - a difference in the
settings in which women are choosing to work . Over the years since 1979, there has
been a fairly steady increase in the proportion of women entering private practice and
an even greater increase in the proportion of both women and men entering large firms.
The gap between the proportion of women and the proportion of men working in private practice is closing swiftly. This trend is significant for our purposes because it has
been in the firms in general and the largest firms in particular that women and men
have consistently reported the lowest satisfaction with the balance between their private
and professional lives. With the increase of women in private practice, the numbers of
women who are dis8atisfied with the balance is increasing.
The final note of caution is one we have sounded before. Whatever our conclusions
about the women graduating from Michigan, we must be cautious about offering any
guesses about the probable situation for women lawyers who are graduates of other
schools. The survey by the American Bar Association of young private practitioners reveals much dissatisfaction among women with their jobs. Although the ABA survey did
not explore whether women's dissatisfaction was related to the conflicting demands of
practice and family, its findings about job satisfaction in general make it quite uncertain whether the findings of the Michigan study could be replicated for the graduates
of other schools who have different resources, aspirations, and opportunities.
The paradox this article has yxplored has been that, despite the double burdens that
women with children bear, the Michigan women we studied are well satisfied with their
careers and generally satisfied with the balance of work and family. Some people, it
appears, enjoy the triathalon. Some people like scaling mountains carrying babies on
their backs. We need, nonetheless, to remember that even though the women with children are comparatively satisfied, the young lawyers we surveyed, men and women, are
less satisfied with the balances of their family and professional lives than they are with
any other aspect of their careers. And our most recent surveys indicate that satisfaction
with the balance is declining. A question with which we are left is whether there will
ever come a point, as more women reach positions of power in the profession, when
women and then men will seek in large numbers to achieve other, more fully satisfying
balances.

David L. Chambers is the Wade H. McCree, Jr. Collegiate Professor of Law at the University of
Michigan Law School. He joined the faculty in 1969 and is an authority in family law and related
areas.
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